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COMPETITION, ACTUAL AND THEORETICAL. 

The word "competition" is in constant use in common 
speech to designate a great variety of efforts on the part of 
those engaged in like occupations to secure some advantage 
over each other. It is also freely employed in economics to 
express the wholesome restraint which those in the same line 
of business exert on each other in reference to the prices of 
commodities and of services and their quality. In economics, 
competition is opposed to monopoly, and is relied on as a ruling 
force by which production is harmonized with the public wel- 
fare, and the wheels of commerce made to travel together 
without collision in one broad thoroughfare. It has been re- 
garded as an essential condition of progressive yet concurrent 
and restrained action. 

The competition which prevails in business is oftentimes very 
different from that contemplated in economics, and may be 
directly hostile to it in results. The business man assumes 
that he has, in his methods, the justification of fundamental 
social laws simply because, using the same language as the 
economist, he designates his relation to his rivals as that of 
competition. For this error the economist is frequently at 
fault. He fails to distinguish between the use and abuse of 
competition, and between the very different modes of busi- 
ness that go by that name. He gives no definition of 
competition. He employs it as a word of such wide and fa- 
miliar use as to require no definition. It is this very breadth 
and familiarity which make definition necessary, if we are not to 
confound under the same word forms of business as wide apart as 
they well can be, and utterly dissimilar in their social and ethical 
bearings. The competition involved in the reconciliation of 
productive processes is definite and restricted, and cannot be 
left, without great confusion, to slide into the forms of rivalry 
which common practice and common speech bundle together 
under this convenient and apologetic word. 

Competition, as used in economics, should be defined in rela- 
tion to the general purpose of the science, and the part as- 
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signed it among productive forces. Economics is the science 
of wealth, — its production, distribution, and exchange. The 
wealth contemplated is not the wealth of the individual, but 
the collective wealth of the community, whose various pro- 
ductive forces are under consideration. Economics inquires 
how far these activities are concurrent, and how they can 
best be made to minister to the general wealth. In this discus- 
sion it looks to competition as an important means of reconcil- 
ing individual and collective prosperity, and subordinating the 
one to the other. The competition, therefore, which it con- 
templates and commends, is that competition, and that alone, 
which harmonizes all claims in and under the general wealth. 

Economics assumes, without discussion, honesty in all busi- 
ness transactions, not because theft and fraud may not increase 
individual wealth, but because they cannot increase collective 
wealth. They are not productive agents, and they embarrass 
such agents in their exercise. If there are, therefore, forms of 
competition which tend to the general welfare, and other* 
forms which tend against it, the first alone are recognized in 
political economy, and gain by means of it the force of a 
law. The criterion of competition, the criterion of every 
method of production, is its power to increase the general 
wealth, — its relation to harmonized industries. Competition, 
then, in economics is the comparison of the productive powers 
of different persons as expressed in prices, — prices being the 
direct measure of remunerative labor. The kinds of com- 
modities and the prices of commodities define the status of 
each productive agent in reference to the general wealth. 
Competition is a simple act of comparison by which this inner 
relation of serviceableness is brought out. Competition is not 
overreaching or underreaching a rival: it is outstripping 
him. The productive agent who can furnish profitably to 
himself a superior commodity, or one better adapted to men's 
wants, or one of a given quality at a less price, thereby com- 
mands the market. This he does, in an economic discussion, 
for two reasons. The first and chief one is that in comparison 
with his more indolent or less intelligent competitor he in- 
creases the common wealth. The second reason is that he at 
the same time increases his own wealth. Economic competi- 
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tion must add to the general wealth : otherwise it is not among 
constructive forces. It must add to the individual wealth, or 
there is no incentive to the appropriate line of effort. Eco- 
nomic competition contemplates, then, as an indivisible result, 
the wealth of all, and the wealth of each of its agents. If 
either of them fail, the other fails with it. Competition in 
economics is simply securing an expression of productive 
power in its relation to the community and to the individual, 
and nourishing that power according to its importance. All 
forms of competition which are intended to promote the 
wealth of the individual at the expense of other individuals, 
at the expense of the community, can, in economics, only 
receive censure as obstructive of the general welfare. 

Competition, therefore, that lowers the price of a commodity, 
not because of any superior productive power, but simply 
to drive a competitor from the market, is antagonistic to 
the law which finds enforcement in economics. In itself it 
is a criminal act, and should be so regarded by civil law. 
It has no more reference to the public welfare than theft, 
is as unprovoked an interference with the rights of another, 
and frequently inflicts a far more severe injury. Such com- 
petition is not the expression of advancing productive proc- 
esses. It is not entered on for the universal reduction of 
prices, but for their ultimate maintenance or advancement. 
It is a competition that is instituted for injury, and takes 
effect in monopoly. It is, therefore, in its inception and 
completion to be repudiated by civil, economic, and social 
law. 

Much of the unjust distribution of our times, which has 
brought disrepute to economics, and greatly threatens our 
general welfare, has arisen in connection with forms of 
competition which find no justification in any sound principle. 
It is high time that the delusive sanction of a word were 
withdrawn from them, and they were left to suffer the 
unqualified condemnation that properly belongs to them. 

A very different but almost equally faulty use of the word 
" competition " is found in connection with the underbid- 
ding of workmen for employment. This is thought not only 
to be an example of true economic competition, but one that 
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must be maintained if we are to have reasonable wages. 
The trade union, in its regulation of wages, has been regarded 
as a combination aiming at a monopoly price. This, in a few 
cases, it may be, but is not ordinarily and in its primary 
purpose. As the notion of economic competition has been 
used, on the one hand, to cover up unreasonable profits, so, 
on the other hand, it has been employed as a means of 
making wages so low as to greatly reduce productive power. 
The acceptance of labor at lower wages by one workman as 
compared with another is rarely a case of economic com- 
petition. It is more frequently the result of the tyranny of 
unfavorable social conditions. 

The workman who underbids his fellow does not do it 
because he is a better workman or can prosper by the lower 
wages : he is usually an inferior workman compared with the 
man whom he displaces, and in still more depressed circum- 
stances. It is his inferiority that leaves him -without occupa- 
tion, and his poverty that forces him to accept it on any terms. 
The advantage he has over his companion is simply the 
induration incident to greater suffering. His underbidding, 
though it may seem to be immediately advantageous to him- 
self and to the community, is not so ultimately. The workman 
underbidden is compelled to fall back one degree in wages. 
This reduction is likely soon to restore him work at the ex- 
pense of his competitor. The relative position being thus 
regained at a lower level of prosperity, a second operation of 
the same order is likely to recur on the occasion of any new 
pressure. This form of competition simply gives the poorer 
workman the power and the temptation to undermine the 
class to which he belongs. It is the triumph of inferior thrift 
over superior thrift, inferior productive power over superior 
productive power, and that not for the permanent advantage 
of those who occasion it. It is decay at the bottom, not growth 
at the top, that is here called competition, and regarded as an 
economic law. 

As far as the community is concerned and its collective 
wealth is considered, the result is unfortunate. An im- 
mediate illusory advantage, oftentimes confined to the em- 
ployer, misleads the judgment. The general wealth cannot, for 
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any considerable period, be promoted by that which depresses 
the agents of production. If such a thing were possible, it 
would effectually disprove all harmony in economic law, and 
convict the science itself of afelo de se. The entire field of 
production would be one of hopeless conflict, looking to the 
ultimate extinction of its chief agents. Indeed, it is because of 
a doctrine allied to this — that wages tend to sink to bare 
subsistence — that political economy has suffered so much 
dislike and ridicule. 

"Wages cannot be put at the mercy of the most thriftless, 
and the community thrive by it. A competition that brings to 
the front unthrift, folly, and feebleness, is no law of production. 
The most productive agent must be most free in determining 
his own status. It is power that must give power, and that 
equally in the employee and employer. The primary contention 
for wages lies between these two, and is not to be overborne 
by a secondary strife between workmen themselves. Wages 
are to be settled by the facts of the case, and these lie between 
the employer and the employee. Here is where justice is to 
be found, and here is where it is to be sought. "We are not 
to be deluded by a word, and to allow a spurious competition 
between workmen to settle the contention which lies at the 
basis of production. To this workmen must collectively address 
themselves. The army of industry is not to be disintegrated 
and broken up by its own contentions because we have chosen 
to call this intestine strife competition. 

The general wealth which economics contemplates is ulti- 
mately the aggregate of individual wealth, and individual 
wealth can only reach the highest amount by the widest 
diffusion. Part must play into part, prosperity confront 
prosperity, consumption run an even race with production, 
if the primary end of labor is to be reached. This means a 
competition that keeps the best productive agents in the 
foreground, and suits their reward to the energy they have 
shown in the general welfare. 

Competition, as an expression of productive power, lowers 
the price of commodities, improves their quality, and increases 
their adaptation to the wants of men. In doing this, it 
incidentally regulates the amount of production in any given 
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product, and puts the right man in the right place; that 
is, the place in which he can do the most for the general 
welfare and receive the most from it. This instinctive and 
sagacious enterprise, this wise, attentive, and universal thrust 
of thought in society, which is designated in economics as 
competition and is based on productive power, can certainly 
never be dispensed with. It is at once individual and col- 
lective vitality. All the more, because it is thus essential, 
do we need to distinguish it from those spurious and corrupt 
methods which now pervert the business world. 

A form of competition of which we have made no mention 
is that of the market, sellers dropping prices to dispose of 
stock that is sinking in value or buyers advancing prices 
as means of securing a needed supply. In both cases the 
action is simply a recognition of circumstances, and a making 
of the changes of price involved in them more immediate and 
decisive. The losses and the gains are only expressed in the 
underbidding and overbidding, not caused by them. They 
have nothing to do with the one lesson enforced, that we 
are confounding transactions utterly distinct, both commer- 
cially and ethically, by our use of words, and bringing con- 
fusion to the social problems we have in hand. 

John Bascom. 
Williams College. 



